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ORGANIZATIONAL MAINTENANCE AND THE RETENTION DECISION IN GROUPS LAWRENCE S. ROTHENBERG California Institute of Technology
Understanding why members leave or remain in groups has received little attention despite its fundamental importance for organizational maintenance. In this analysis, a theory of experiential search is proposed and applied to Common Cause. Group participation is conceptualized as a process by which imperfectly informed decision makers learn about the organizations they join. This framework makes quitting understandable and provides a link between the initial membership choice and follow-up decisions. O rganizational maintenance is a fact of life all group leaders confront. For the majority of interest group entrepreneurs, who depend on constituent dues as a prime funding source, maintenance dictates the need to keep members contributing (but see Walker 1983 ).' Even seemingly small drops in numbers-10% or 20% net of replacements-are viewed with great alarm; and the loss of long-time contributors is perceived as a threat to the entity's survival. The key to creating a successful organization can be summarized simply: entice potential members to join, keep attrition below the rate at which replacements can be found, and establish a core membership.
If this prescription is correct, it is curious that analysts of interest group membership focus almost exclusively on first-time joiners.2 Most authors do not deal explicitly with the dynamics underlying the retention choice, that is, the decision by existing members to remain in the group and keep on contributing.3 Attracting members is fundamental for long-term organizational prosperity, but signing them up in the first place is only half the battle. The conditional joining decisions on whether to stay in the organization are also crucial.
Interest group entrepreneurs encounter a dilemma: how to retain members for whom leaving may be an attractive option.4 The leaders focus on producing the selective incentives that the membership wants. They are also preoccupied with not antagonizing constituents, for fear they will cease contributing. They structure and operate the interest group so as to facilitate contributions (Moe 1980) . How else, for example, can one explain the elaborate lengths to which many leaders will go to ensure the appearance of rank-and-file participation in the organizational decision-making process?
In the political arena, the retention problem should hit home hardest for public interest groups. Their leaders lack the occupational or industry bases that underlie so many private associations. They cannot draw on a "natural" membership, among whom either selective incentives are easily generated or coercion induces contributions. That people sign development. Once the proper theoretical underpinnings have been laid, the focus shifts to the empirical world. Unlike prior descriptive work on the original membership decision by authors who fail to test hypotheses, competing retention models are made operational and tested to determine whether it is possible to make sense of members' decisions to stay in or leave organizations.
Theoretical Perspectives:
Joining, Remaining, and Experiential Search Although this study looks primarily at renewal decisions, the initial reason for joining is the logical place to start. In the first place, virtually all of the available theoretical research focuses on the original membership calculus. Second, an analysis of the initial choice furnishes a vantage point from which to consider the renewal decision, and vice versa. The challenge is to integrate perspectives on both initial contributions and retention decisions.
Parenthetically, the viewpoint taken in this analysis and the tradition of research in which it is written is decision-theoretic rather than game-theoretic, despite the latter's importance for studying collective action (e.g., Axelrod 1984; Hardin 1982) . While game theory furnishes many insights into how actors behave strategically in small-number situations, it is inappropriate for explaining why individuals contribute-and keep contributingto large groups. Decision-theoretic models in which individuals are playing against nature are more suitable for understanding the retention choice.
Most theorists working in this research tradition (e.g., Clark and Wilson 1961; Moe 1980; Wilson 1973) typically identify a number of benefit types: selective, solidary, and purposive. Selective benefits are tangible returns that have monetary values and are derived from contributions. They either may be divisible, private rewards or may emanate from members' impacts on the level of collective goods provided to everyone. Solidary benefits stem from associational interactions, while purposive benefits are intangible rewards garnered from contributing to the group because of its stated goals.7 These theorists then examine which of these benefit types are important and why.
In the mid-1960s, Mancur Olson (1965) revolutionized perceptions about why citizens join organized groups. His seminal contribution details the difficulties associated with collective action. Individuals join large groups, he argues, because the value of the available selective benefits exceeds the costs of membership.
Olson assumes that individuals have full information, are only interested in economic rewards, and maximize without error. In large groups, this implies that only dues levels and divisible selective benefits will be relevant. Political activity is simply a by-product of narrowly selfinterested behavior. Given this framework, it is obvious that the conditional membership decision should follow the same cost-benefit analysis. Since in general not much will change from one contribution period to the next, particularly given the assumption of perfect information, little explicable organizational attrition is possible. Another critique is that the key problem lies less with the breadth of incentives than with the assumption of perfect information. Moe (1980) maintains that potential group members do not possess perfect information. Consequently, some decision makers miscalculate their own contributions to the provision of collective goods and hence the level of selective incentives the group offers. A subset of the population mistakenly thinks of itself as highly influential and incorporates its allegedly substantial contributions to the provision of collective goods into its membership calculi. Individuals whose perceptions of their efficacy put them at the upper end of the population distribution join in disproportionate numbers. The assumption seems to be that once these contributors miscalculate, they keep repeating the same mistake over and over. Again, organizational membership ought to be stable, and there should be little explicable attrition.
The relaxation of the perfect information assumption is eminently reasonable and extremely important. But precisely how imperfect information affects contributions needs to be rethought. It ought to influence more than simply individuals' initial estimates of the benefits they derive from contributing to collective goods.8 The conclusion that many members join organizations only because they make mistakes is unsettling-especially because educated individuals tend to join in 1131 greater proportions. Implying that those committing errors keep contributing for years without revising their prior beliefs is even more difficult to believe. As in the two models elaborated above, the conditional membership decision replicates the initial choice to join. While there may be some exogenous forces prompting a few individuals to leave, the outcomes generally ought to be the same under all three models.
A more reasonable supposition is that the decision to join makes sense as a strategy by individuals who recognize their lack of knowledge. Members join groups to learn about them, and as they acquire knowledge, some can be expected to leave. The politics of experiential search offer a superior perspective for understanding retention and integrating it with the initial membership choice.
A Theory of Experiential Search
Organizational membership can be conceptualized as a search process. Citizens lack complete information about all of the alternative groups they might join and the associated costs and benefits. They presumably would like to discover an organization or organizations that will give them enough returns relative to costs-regardless of the types of benefits they seek-that they will be content to remain.
Experiential search can be distinguished from the economics literature on sequential search (for an excellent recent overview, see Mortensen 1986 ). In the latter, individuals typically search sequentially until they meet their reservation wage or price, where the expected marginal cost of an additional iteration equals the expected marginal return. In these models, workers or consumers gather information before taking a job or purchasing a product.
There are some models (e.g., Burdett 1978; Wilde 1979) that permit on-the-job or experiential learning by workers within a sequential search framework. These perspectives are much closer in spirit to the experiential search theory propounded here, but there are still important differences. For example, by and large, workers must search for a job, while there is no similar compulsion to join a public interest group.
In looking for an organization to fill their needs, individual decision makers with fixed preferences have three options: they can (1) conclude that given the problems of obtaining information and the costs of membership, it is advisable to give up; (2) search over alternative associations without contributing; or (3) join an organization to learn whether membership is worthwhile. This final option, learning through exposure, can have a number of facets-developing an understanding about how a group functions, whether it is effective in achieving its goals, and whether its outputs are in line with one's preferences, to name a few. Given the low monetary cost of joining numerous voluntary associations, particularly public interest groups, many should opt for experiential learning because it is an efficient informationgathering technique.9
A factor predisposing searchers to join an organization is that many attributes of membership are only observable by participation. These are specific characteristics, while those that can be observed without joining are general characteristics. These two types can be thought of as opposite poles on a continuum that reflects the difficulty of acquiring information without making a commitment; most informational traits combine elements of both.
Almost every factor incorporated into the joining (or retention) calculus can be described, at least partially, as a specific characteristic. The only purely general feature of organizational membership is the dues level. If the remaining factors 1132 were ranked from more to less general, they might roughly be ranked as follows: costs other than dues levels, purposive benefits, divisible benefits, solidary benefits, and collective benefits.
When the costs of evaluating specific qualities are relatively low, prospective contributors will tend, ceteris paribus, to join, accumulate knowledge, and then decide either to quit or to stay and learn more. Since a reasonable inference is that one accumulates knowledge more and more slowly over time, the expected rate of dropping out should diminish temporally. Specific characteristics should also be more important for newcomers than for veterans.
In the organizational context, first-time joiners will have imperfect information about costs other than dues. How can the costs of phone calls asking for assistance-writing legislators, contacting other members, and so on-or appeals for monetary contributions in excess of dues be established without error in advance? As contributors spend time in the group, they will develop a growing awareness of the true price of membership and behave accordingly.
Along these same lines, the value of purposive benefits will be increasingly evident with experience. Although members will probably have some initial idea about what the group stands for, they will gradually learn whether it represents those things that provide them with consumption benefits.
Before they join, potential members will also lack complete information about the quality of the divisible benefits furnished to participants. Accurately assessing the full value of a groups' offerings without consuming them regularly is all but impossible; membership offers an opportunity to learn about their utility firsthand.
This 
Experiential Search Theory: An Empirical Test
The experiential search theory implies that withdrawal is a rational response by imperfectly informed decision makers. Unlike the previous three models, under this formulation members' cost-benefit calculations should change substantially over time. This expectation has three implications that can be tested with crosssectional data on Common Cause membership:11 (1) a model of the conditional membership decision should uncover fairly strong relationships between costs and benefits, even for those individuals who have previously elected to join; (2) the longer contributors have been in the organization, the less likely they ought to be to leave, because the likely increment in knowledge declines over time; and (3) the impact of those factors that guide the retention calculus, particularly highly specific characteristics, ought to be stronger for relative newcomers.
The true test of this framework is how It is difficult to be simply a passive contributor. Those preferring only to write checks will find themselves the targets of periodic mobilization efforts when battles over issues pinpointed by the leadership come to a head. Forty-three percent of all members in the survey (32% of the rank and file and 68 % of the activists) said they had been contacted by Common Cause in the past year and asked to write to Congress about some issue. 13 Contributors also have opportunities to learn about the complete gamut of organizational benefits. Although the stereotypical individual who joins Common Cause is characterized as a liberal dogooder, the leadership obviously believes that divisible benefits are necessary to 1135 keep members happy. A bimonthly magazine is distributed to association members as an enticement to contribute; perhaps the consumption of this and the other political information furnished is sufficient to elicit a minimal annual contribution.14 Some may perceive another private return from participation, namely, career advancement. Suggesting self-promotion as a motivation is antithetical to the high moral ground that Common Cause tries to occupy, but it is consistent with Olson's by-product theory. An unexpectedly high proportion of respondents-23 % -replied that they had political aspirations. Thirty-five percent of those surveyed stated that they either had political aspirations or had at some time sought a party position, an elected office, or an appointed office. When broken down between rank and file and activists, the percentages are 32 and 45, respectively. This discovery suggests that the participation of many allegedly altruistic liberals may be motivated by the search for a springboard onto the political opportunity structure (Schlesinger 1966) or perhaps by a desire to be educated about liberal positions. If it does the trick, membership is renewed; if not, the aspirant moves on and continues to search.
Common Cause has been involved in many celebrated battles, generally associated with "good government" issues designed to provide a host of nonexclusive collective goods. The leadership selects its policy areas carefully to maintain membership loyalty. To gather information about constituent preferences, the staff annually polls contributors for their opinions about the Common Cause political agenda. Choosing those issues over which opinions are particularly homogeneous is considered especially important (McFarland 1984) .
This decision-making strategy has several interesting implications. It implies a belief that members either think they have an impact on the provision of collective goods or get considerable value from the purposive statement that their participation in Common Cause makes to the world. Assuming that the leadership's inference is correct, this conflict-minimizing strategy should also mitigate the impact on retention decisions of members' satisfaction or dissatisfaction over the association's political actions. If those in charge selected issues exclusively on other criteria, for instance, if they mistakenly viewed political action as a by-product that has no weight in participants' decision calculi, then contributors' evaluations of Common Cause's political efforts would be more germane in conditional membership decisions.
Common Cause's decentralized structure obviously provides ample opportunities for interpersonal interactions (see also McFarland 1984). Although much of this is a product of organizational weaknesslack of funds forces the staff to rely heavily upon its other major resource, an energetic membership-it may also be a strength when it comes to keeping contributors in the organization.
Why Join in the First Place?
Information on members' professed reasons for joining Common Cause cannot explain why people belong. There are no data on those electing not to sign up. However, contributors' beliefs about why they originally joined do furnish a vantage point from which the retention process can be understood. Are participants' reasons for staying or leaving consistent with their assessments of why they initially contributed? Or do other unrelated factors enter their calculations?
Using an open-ended format, members were asked why they joined. Their responses were coded according to the type of benefits they seemed to value most. The most intriguing result is that the vast majority of contributors believe that they got involved for purposive reasons (Table 1) . Even employing an extraordinarily broad definition of selective benefits, 72% of respondents must be classified as professing that purposive concerns stimulated them to sign up.15 These data are consistent with the experiential search argument that members know little about the specific costs and benefits of belonging when they initially join. General reformist tendencies were especially evident among those with a purposive impetus. Even many whose initial participation allegedly reflects the quest for selective benefits exhibit a broad participatory impulse. They claim they chose Common Cause to be politically effective or mobilized and generally not because of specific issues or other detailed benefits.
Do Members Learn?
An assumption underpinning the experiential search framework is that members learn about the costs and benefits of participating. More extensive knowledge about these organizational features can lead to higher or lower levels of retention. But regardless of whether members stay or leave, learning is a fundamental component of experiential search. 16 A prerequisite for validating this perspective is ascertaining whether contributors learn through organizational exposure.17 In Common Cause, individuals with many years of associational experience are no different sociodemographically than newcomers. They are indistinguishable in terms of education or income, so any variation must emanate from other sources. Findings that longterm contributors know more about the organization would demonstrate that members learn and would provide important side evidence that experiential search is fundamental for associational membership.
Several straightforward tests clearly show that new arrivals and long-time contributors are only distinguishable as a result of their organizational exposure. Members answered a battery of four basic questions about their organizational acumen.18 When respondents' knowledge is broken out by length of membership, the experiential search perspective receives strong support. Long-time contributors know a great deal more than newcomers (Table 2) . Roughly one-third of the one-or two-year members missed all four of these questions; the same is true of less than 5% of the members who have been in the group for more than 10 years. Also, as expected, the mean level of knowledge from one cohort to the next shows a clear pattern of diminishing 1138 marginal returns with organizational experience. A year has roughly four times as much impact for newcomers as for longtime members. Next, consider knowledge about the collective goods that Common Cause furnishes. Members were asked about associational positions on five issues on the group's political agenda. In four out of five instances, new members are substantially more likely to reply that they do not know the Common Cause position on these policies (Table 3) . 19 But when queried about their own positions on either these issues or other items not on the Common Cause agenda, differences between older and newer members are nonexistent, with one slight exception (Table 4) .
While recent members are as opinionated about the public agenda as long-time contributors, they are less well versed in the organization's stances. A substantial portion of new members could not have been motivated to join the group by its overall issue positions, since they did not 1139 know them. This finding supports the belief that general, largely purposive benefits, rather than returns from specific collective goods, are at the heart of the initial joining decision.
The learning process is also apparently fundamental for the leap from rank and file to activist status. Stated bluntly, activists are made, not born. Modal activists have been in the organization for three years when they move up from the rank and file; a scant 10% of all members are activists from the start.20 This behavior is consistent with a search framework. Imperfectly informed individuals join the organization, learn about it, and decide what their next step is-whether to drop out, remain in the rank and file, or step up to the activist cadre.
The learning process provides initial side evidence that experiential search is a fundamental component of organizational membership. Contributors write checks and then refine their knowledge about the organization.
Exploring the Conditional Membership Process
Quitting is an important consequence of experiential search. This perspective requires that some members leave, but the likelihood of exit should diminish with experience.
Retention decisions should be explicable using the experiential search framework. To test this, four nested models, similar to those previously discussed, are made operational: (1) the Olsonian model in which divisible benefits are assumed to exceed costs; (2) the same model with organizational experience incorporated; (3) this second specification with collective benefits added; and (4) a complete formulation that also takes into account purposive and solidary returns. Estimation of these models permits the determination of both whether organizational search is involved and what specific factors drive Common Cause participants to retain or revoke their membership.
Measurement. The likelihood of membership retention in the next contribution period-the dependent variable-is made operational using a sevenpoint scale. Scores range from one for those certain to quit to seven for those certain to remain. Roughly consistent with Common Cause's 78% renewal rate, 54% of all members queried responded that they were certain to renew (it should be remembered that the sample is weighted toward activists; only 49% of the rank and file expressed certainty that they would stay). The other 46% expressed different levels of uncertainty (scored from six to one): 26% called renewal very likely; 12% said it was likely; 3% suggested that they were not sure; and another 6% claimed that they were not very likely to, were unlikely to, or definitely would not renew their membership. Half of the organization was up for grabs to one degree or another, and a nontrivial minority was relatively certain of leaving Common Cause.
The The salience of divisible benefits is more nebulous. When the Olsonian model is made operational the group's publications, the political information it provides, and the opportunities it furnishes to political aspirants all appear important. When other benefits are fully integrated into the decision framework, however, everything but the value of Common Cause publications is insignificant, and even the estimate of its impact is halved.
The utility of the Olsonian framework as a predictive model for retention decisions in public interest groups is questionable. As an explanatory framework, it is even less successful. This is not a direct indictment of a perspective designed to explain initial joining in economic groups. However, it does pro-vide some reason to doubt the assumptions underlying this decision-making model.
The effect of political aspirations, although insignificant in the final model (t = 1.3), is nevertheless intriguing. These individuals are less likely to remain in Common Cause than other contributors. Once they learn about the true nature of the organization-its antagonistic stance toward political parties, for examplethey may decide that Common Cause is the wrong place for them and move on. Even if the politically ambitious are more likely than others to join the association (and given the percentage of members who have such motivations, this is probably the case), they can still be more prone to quit. Conversely, the relationship between future aspirations and retention will be positive in organizations that are good mechanisms for building political careers.
Collective benefits appear to be an important element in the conditional joining calculus. These findings refute the assertion that members never learn about collective goods; if the latter were the case, these estimates would be insignificant. Despite the fact that few members cited such returns as the principal reason for initially joining, they seem to be the most relevant factor for the retention choice.30 Assessment of the leadership, level of activism, and feelings of efficacy all have an impact. So too does agreement with Common Cause's positions. Of particular salience are those good government issuessunset legislation, campaign finance, and regulation of lobbyists-in which the organization has traditionally been involved.31
An explanation for this tension between the apparent insignificance of collective benefits in joining decisions and their critical role for retention calculi centers on experiential search. Many people are ignorant about the organization when they first sign on but gradually learn upon joining. All they might know initially is that Common Cause is a group that deals with good government issues and for which experiential search comes cheaply. After contributing, they discover more specifically what the organization does and how much it accomplishes. These data are employed in calculating whether or not to stay in the group. Members move away from a concern about seemingly purposive benefits toward an interest in more specific collective returns.
This result implies that the traditional dichotomy between purposive and collective benefits-the former representing an adherence to the group's stated goals and the latter reflecting members' beliefs about their impacts on the production of collective goods-reflects a false distinction. The difference between these two types of rewards is overwhelmed, at least as it is tapped by survey instruments in the public interest group context, by the conditioning effect of information on the estimated policy benefits derived from membership.
Put another way, what is being interpreted as collective benefits may really be specific statements about purposive returns (this has previously been implied in Hardin 1982) . Contributors' responses may reflect their perceptions of the group's, and not their personal, impact on the provision of collective benefits. Their assessment of the group's leadership and policies is important for deciding whether to exit because they think the organization can have an impact on the production of public goods. They learn about the group's efficacy and how their policy preferences correspond to the organization's and either stay or depart accordingly. Learning integrates initial and conditional membership: broad motivations are replaced by more specific ones. Group leaders have an incentive to foster the confusion between individual and associational efficacy. To the extent that they control the information contributors employ to update their cost-benefit calculi, the elites will add to the confusion by telling members that they make a difference by acting collectively.
Explicitly purposive benefits are still germane. Common Cause is a good place for people who really care about such returns and want to be good citizens. Even broad policy attachments to the group may make participation satisfying. Consequently, contributors who have an abiding interest in being good citizens or who develop a strong identification with Common Cause tend to keep on giving.
To summarize, these findings about collective and purposive rewards support the proposition that members go from general to specific reasons for staying or leaving as they become more knowledgeable. This explanation is consistent with the side evidence about learning. All that is additionally required is the assumption that individuals recognize their informational shortfalls before joining and employ experiential search to remedy them partially. This strategy leads members to offer vaguely purposive reasons for initially joining and more specific concerns about collective goods for staying or leaving.
Similarly, solidary benefits are rarely mentioned as a major reason for joining. Yet they too are significant factors in the retention choice. For those seeking such interactions, the organization delivers the goods. Others may discover that a byproduct of searching over purposive and collective benefits is a rewarding associational involvement. Again, the tension between initial and subsequent conditional membership choices stems from the fact that contributors learn over time. Those who find rewarding interpersonal relationships stay in Common Cause; those who either do not care about such interactions or decide that the organization does not provide the solidary benefits they desire, depart.
The findings regarding learning offer a second test of the experiential search theory and, once again, provide validation. Specifically, they lend credence to the hypothesis that experiential learning yields diminishing marginal returns. Each year has a positive, yet declining, impact on the probability that members will remain committed even after all the standard costs and benefits of joining are incorporated into the model. Ceteris paribus, a newcomer scores threequarters-of-a-point lower on the sevenpoint scale than the most veteran contributors. In other words, there is considerable vacillation among new members about their future intentions, but this uncertainty dissipates over time. By and large, departing contributors are recent converts who, upon learning about the group, become disenchanted; they are not long-term members who grow bored with Common Cause. Similarly, the overall predictions from the full experiential search model (model 4) lend credence to the hypothesis that the probability of staying increases temporally but at a diminishing rate (Figure 2) . The impact of the early years is roughly five times greater than the effect of the later years; and, as discussed previously, there are no obvious differences between long-term members and newcomers that might render this relationship artifactual. The only possible inference is that individuals learn and update their information. Those who like what they see stay, and the rest search elsewhere. This conclusion is consistent with Common Cause's own troubles in holding onto new members. Only about 55% of first-year members continue to contribute the following year, while roughly 90% of long-time members remain.
Finally, consider what happens when the sample is split between newcomersthose contributing for six years or less and veterans and a revised version of model 4 is estimated (Table 6 ).32 Most strikingly-but predictably from an ex- periential search perspective-the model does a superior job of explaining why newcomers come and go as compared to veterans. Longer-term members more closely approximate the full information ideal and are prone to depart for idiosyncratic reasons. Also as predicted, specific characteristics loom larger in newcomers' retention decisions. While there is no appreciable difference between the two samples in the findings for purposive benefits (no coefficient is significant), there are variations in the effects of solidary benefits and especially collective returns. In the latter the impact of these factors is stronger for newcomers than for veterans. Not only is learning about specific characteristics crucial, it is especially salient for those who are new to the organization.33
All three tests of the experiential search perspective support its validity as a superior framework for conceptualizing the retention choice. Members make their decisions in a systematic, comprehensible fashion. The decision to remain in the organization reflects their discovery that the group provides the benefits they are searching for. Learning is an important component in understanding how conditional membership choices are made. Overall predictions about the probability of remaining in the organization reflect the diminishing marginal returns to be expected if individuals garner information through experiential search. An individ- 
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Conclusions: Experiential Search and the Retention Choice
Understanding why people leave or remain in groups has received little attention. The retention decision should not be taken as a given, that is, something that is determined by the initial choice to contribute. The conditional membership decision is fundamental for organizational stability and is a constant source of anxiety for group leaders. It reflects an experiential search process through which contributors acquire information and make increasingly knowledgeable choices.
This perspective is very different from either a game-theoretic framework or those decision-theoretic models adopted by previous analysts of organizational membership. Here it is assumed that imperfectly informed decision makers are aware of their shortfalls and take them into account in making choices while playing against nature. Because accruing 1146 information is costly, there is an incentive to become informed in the most efficient way possible. If the price of membership is small and a mistake is easily rectified at the next contribution period, joining a group and learning about it experientially may well be the optimal strategy.
Common Cause members behave very much in this manner. The following picture of the average contributor emerges from this analysis: Individuals join an organization about which they are largely uninformed. They have a rough idea about what it stands for, but they lack the detailed knowledge needed to decide whether this is the best association for them. They are as informed about politics, as educated, and as wealthy as long-time members. But they lack organization-specific information, which is best gained experientially.
Consequently, the retention process is explicable by specifying a model that reflects information updating. Among other things, the findings make clear that early on when the incremental informational gains are greatest, there is a higher probability that revising prior beliefs will precipitate departures. As time progresses and the additional impact of another period diminishes, so too does the probability of dropping out. The accrual of knowledge about the organization also leads members to rely upon more specific criteria in making their conditional membership decisions than they claim motivated their initial contributions. Examining the model's overall predictions about future membership behavior simply buttresses the experiential search story further. So too does the contrast between what the model reveals about newcomers and about veterans.
Group participation ought to be conceptualized as an experiential search process in which individuals with only imperfect information are forced to make choices. They may commit calculated mistakes, but they will eventually rectify them. This framework makes organizational quitting understandable and provides a linkage between the initial membership choice and follow-up decisions. It furnishes insights into how the ebb and flow of group membership ought to vary systematically across associations, depending upon both the costs of contributing and the variety of benefits available to association members. Any number of interesting comparisons for testing this general perspective spring to mind: for example, contrasting an organization like Common Cause which conducts much of its business through the mail and over the telephone, and one like the League of Women Voters, for which interpersonal interactions that provide solidary rewards are more central.
The empirical findings suggest that group leaders might weigh newer members' preferences more heavily than those of long-time contributors, assuming that both are equally valued. They also imply that any educational efforts should be centered on appealing to these newcomers; utilizing scarce resources to sway veteran participants is likely to be a less productive investment.
What is needed in the future is the collection of data better designed to capture the dynamics of retention choices. Without a doubt, the key flaw of the present research is that only limited temporal data are available. Future endeavors must employ longitudinal designs, including studies that follow up on individuals who begin, continue, and cease contributing (and perhaps go elsewhere); analyses that explicitly build in samples of the general public as well as group members; and research that incorporates a multiplicity of groups varying on those dimensions that should affect the amount of experiential search undertaken. Such data will provide a better, more integrated understanding of why people join and either stay in or leave organizations than the initial attempt made in this analysis. . A further check was performed to make sure that the relationship between knowledge and tenure is not a spurious reflection of the fact that activists have been in the group longer. The data show that even after controlling for whether respondents are activists or rank-and-file members, the association remains quite strong, although activism also is related to organizational knowledge.
19. The one exception dealt with constitutional amendments limiting government spending. This issue was relatively new on the Common Cause agenda, and long-time members themselves might not have had time to learn about it. More than 40% of the entire membership had no opinion on Common Cause's position on it, as compared to a maximum of 18% on the other four items.
20. Rather than being asked how many years they have been activists, these members were requested to choose one of five categories: (1) 8-10 years, (2) 6-7 years, (3) 4-5 years, (4) 2-3 years, and (5) 1 year or less. The three-year estimate is conservative; it is based on the greatest possible number of years-10, 7, 5, 3, or 1-that participants might have been involved relative to the number of years they have been in the group. If the means of the categories were substituted for the upper bounds, modal activists would be in their fourth year.
21. As mentioned, family income is tapped with an eightfold variable. Cost sensitivity is gauged with two dummy variables coded from a question in which members were asked if they would remain in the organization (yes, can't say, no) if Common Cause raised its annual dues from $20 to $40.
22. Members were asked two fivefold questions about the importance to them personally of (a) magazines and other Common Cause publications and (b) the political information the association provided. They were also given a question parallel to the one on cost sensitivity in which they were queried whether they would stop contributing if the publications were halted. 23. Position agreement is measured as 26. It might be maintained, in the spirit of the sot called garbage can theory (Cohen, March, and Olsen 1972; March 1978) , that organizational experience is tapping the adaptation of preferences to what Common Cause has to offer, that is, the conventional assumption that preferences are fixed may be incorrect. Admittedly, it is impossible to distinguish definitively between changing preferences and learning given the lack of panel data. However, the fixed preference assumption is probably quite reasonable. It has been shown in this analysis that individuals do learn about the organization's operations and issue positions. It is also hard to believe 1149 32. The logarithmic term for learning is now unnecessary, since the sample was split according to how many years a contributor was in the group. The definitive means of testing whether coefficients vary between newcomers and veterans is to employ interaction terms with the full sample. However, multicollinearity makes such estimates unfeasible in this instance.
33. The larger impact of cost sensitivity on newcomers than veterans probably reflects the former's greater uncertainty about the value of membership.
